





fichfv Bat Pnsfakafnyn 

WILD WOODNOTES 

About Plants, Animals and Birds 


Jit Hoy 

tltvxfmtlTr 

Kchoti Bhustiii Ghosh 


NATIONAL BOOK TRUST, INDIA 



l9S2l&rJto 1 904 J 
® fit Rijv f 1^82 
ks. 2 50 

Puliji^iwl b> Dindpr, pinnuh .1 IVnik trial, EraTift A-S. Gr«n Part. 
PT« DoJIli-l [0016 and ptfrred iL JNarl Hffsfi IVqw Jtf3. Kirti hlnr^r 
Imduair-in] Aren, New Drl:i .IJIHHJ. 


I 

LURE OF THE WILDS 


Why do we all love a picnic, or a holiday away frotn 
home? For the same reason that we love to be invited out 
to a meal, The change of did, the little differences in the 
taste and flavour, make us relish the food all the more 
when we have an occasional meal at a friend's house or in 
a restaurant. In the same way* though there is no place 
Eike one’s home, we ah like to get awaj from it for a bit 
of change now and again. 

Most readers of this book will be those who live in 
towns. They naturally like lo escape for some time from 
the crowds, congestion, noise and diesel fumes. After the 
jostle of jay-walkers, the smell of car exhausts, the non- 
stop rooting of horns, there is something most ic freshing 
about the peace and quiet* clean air, wide open spaces, 
and eye-soothing green of the countryside. 



Moreover, being in the country gives one a wonderful 
change to study nature. So many more plants, animals, 
birds and insects can be seen than is normal in and around 
one’s hornet Wc can feast our eyes on stately banyan trees, 
rustling bamboo clumps, wild la man a bustles laden with 
orange or mauve blossoms. In spring wc sec pates (Ha me 
of the Forest) trees with their bright orange-red flowers* 
while in summer mango trees make the air met with the 
fragrance of their blossoms and fruit. 

We see Shares scuttling in the scrub, squirrels scurrying 
fussily from tree to tree, or playfully chasing one another. 
Monkeys chatter and frisk, and their young ones shriek 





as they fight. Here and there a baby monkey hangs from 
its mother’s body, its little arms wrapped lightly round 
her, its tiny hands gripping the fur on her back. 

Doves waddle along, pecking at the ground. As we 
draw near, they rake off with a dap of wings, settle on 
some nearby tree, and coo soothingly from Lhe treetop. 
Bright butterflies flit around bushes of wild flowers.. Little 
fish dart about in crystal -clear streams, casting moviog 
shadows on the sands and stones a! tile bottom. 

Dragonflies, with coloured bodies and transparent wings, 
hover among reeds and pampas grass at the edge of lakes. 
Cranes stand in shallow water, wagtails run along lhe 
sand, snippets peck the muddy shore with long rubber- 
like beaks. A fia^b of colour, and a kingfisher dives and 
plucks a fish idling too near the surface of the water. 

Yes* there is so much to see, enjoy and admire in places 
that arc still left more or less as nature made them; places 
unspoilt by man, 

But 1 can tell you another very good reason why we love 
such places. It is because mankind began life in ansi s like 
these, Hafli.es t man (your forefathers and mine) lived for 
thousands of years in caves, or on trees, in the wilds. Eo t 
even now, and without our quite knowing why, then; still 
exists in us a love for the wilds. When we return to a wild 
spot, is is somewhat like returning after long years to an 
old home that we faintly remember., 
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WILDERNESS STILL LIVES IN US 


The wilds have been called the "cradle of mankind', 
and. scientists believe that many of our inborn fears and 
pleasures are dimly remembered feeling of mankind’s early 
life. I'or example, in ancient times, darkness was something 
to be really feared, because dangerous beasts came out to 
hunt when it got dark, This fear has lived on in us to this 
day,, and we arc still afraid of the dark. 

When the family loves to sit. round the hearth, they are 
{without realising it) again creating the warmth, and the 
feeling of safety from wild beasts, which the log iires gave 
to our wild ancestors, And why wc love to grow plants in 
pots and dower- beds in oar compounds, and keep animals 
and birds as pels is because plants, animals and birds 
remind us of our old primitive homes thousands of years 
ago. 



I he love which children have for swings and for tree- 
climbing is probably because our anLcsEors lived on trees 
long, long ago. The cradle in childhood, and the rocking- 
chair in second childhood, may also be reminders of our 
ancestral homes on trees. 

Centuries before man Lcarnl to make cotton or woollen 
clothes the only way man could keep warm in cold weather 
was by wrapping himself in the skirts of furry an muds. So, 
eVL-n today, fashionable ladies love to drape themselves in' 
leopard- skin coals and silver- fox furs! 



Lei nit give you another example— this time! from the 
animal world.. You must have seen how your dog goes 
round and round in a circle before he lies down to sleep. 
Of course the dog can't tell you why he acts as if he is 
trampling down gra*s and weeds id make a bed for 
himself. Bui scientists explain that* ages ago, the dog's 
ancestors which lived in the wilds had lo do so to make a 
litter for sleeping in. That habil persists in dogs to this day. 

So we see now that, though we no longer live in the 
wilds, the wilds still live on in us! It is as if some hidden 
battery in us gets recharged, and makes us feel fresh and 
happy by our occasional visits to natural spots. 

By and by we shall see how wild places, like the forests, 
not only refresh us, but are very essential for keeping us 
healthy, and even alive. 




Ill 

NO PLANTS, NO LIFE 


Our life on this planet is (inked to all other forms of life 
around ns, A large part of this life is plant life. In your 
Nature Study you must have learnt that plants are the real 
producers, and all creatures arc mere consumers. In fact, 
plants are the only living things that create neW matter 
—the primary (or original) food which all creatures need, 
directly or indirectly, to live on. The magician only 
pretends to make things out of the air, but plants really 
do so. Bov/? 

Under the sun’s influence, the chemical chlorophyll 
1 from two Greek words flicanmg l green' , aTuJi ‘leaf’) in plants 
takes in carbon dioxide gas (which creatures— including 
humans— breathe out) and water from the air, and turns 
them into food (glucose sugar). Some of this food is used 
by plants for their own growth, I he rest is changed 



into starch, and scored for future use in the leaves, roots, 
etc. just as we store extra Food in cupboards. This stored 
food is wha< men unci animals Tob h from plants to Iced 
themselves on. 

So a world without plants wou Id be a dead world, because 
all creatures that feed on plants would he the first to starve 
to death. As a result, those creatures which teed on the 
plant’ caters would then die out. Let us take an example. 
Certain animals like wild cats, civets and mongooses feed 
on birds. Birds feed on caterpillars and insects, Caterpillars 
and insects feed on plants. You see then how animals, 
birds, insects and plants form a chain of life. This chain 
would soap if any of its links broke down. 

Mot only that, but a world without plants would very 
soon have no pure air for creatures to breathe. For plants 
give out the life-giving gas oxygen, and at the same lime 
soak up the deadly carbon dioxide, which is breathed out 
by all other living creatures. 
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Unfortunately, civilised man is going on adding more and 
in ore carbon dioxide (along with other harmful gases) to 
the air through car exhausts, factory chimneys, etc. As the 
human population and Lhc number of Cars and factories 
keep growing, the air also gets more and more polluted. 
That is why we hear about 'pollution' &o often these days. 




IV 

MAN CREATES DESERTS 


Today it is difficult to believe that the Sahara was once 
rich pasture land, dotted hetc and there with forests. Most 
of North Africa is a desert today. But. in the fifth century 
ax., the famous Greek historian Herodotus wrote glowing 
accounts a bom North Africa’s vast forests, teeming with 
wild animals. He described parts of [he land being so fertile 
as to be 'equal Jo any country in the world for cereal 
crops'. 

Even ai the time of the Romans, North Africa abounded 
in rivers and lakes, and had a soil so fertile that the Roman 
historian Pliny called it 'the granary of (he world' - The 
Romans looked on Egypt as their 'bread basket'. North 
Africa was so forested that it supplied most of the wild 
animals for the Roman games. Emperor Augustus is 
reported to have imported 3,500 animate from North 



Africa for just three games’ 

An old proverb says, 'Forests precede civilisations, 
deserts follow them’. Many great empires of the past (such 
as the Egyptian, Babylonian, Persian, Greet) were "j it v a ted 
in lands that, were fertile, and had plenty of rivers, lakes 
and forests. Today they lie within desert belts or semi-arid 
areas, with their forests gone, and their soil so poor that 

it can hardly support life. Why? 

Deforestation (which means cutting down lo rests) is what 
turns rich and fertile land?, into dry, barren tracts. Even 
in very early times, wise and far-sighted men were worried 
about the thoughtless despoiling of nature. Socrates 
warned the Greeks against cutting down the forests for 
timber, and grazing too many animals on the Greek moun- 
tains. At the end of the eighteenth century America was 
warned that deforestation in Mew England was drying up 
streams, causing drought and affecting climate. But all 
such warnings were ignored by selfish, thoughtless men, 
and these lands inevitably became barren wastes. 

While this book was being written, photographs taken 
by satellites showed that, in alone \ one lakh square 

kilometres of the vast Amazon jungle in South America 
had been cut down, chiefly for setting up industries and 
cattle farms. Unless this reckless deforestation is halted 
soon, scientists fear that within thlrtyfive years this fifly- 
lakh square kilometres of virgin forest could become an 
arid wilderness. The Amazon jungle is the richest plant 
area on earth, and crucial to the oxygen supply o t o 
world. Moreover, of the 14,712 varieties of wildlife 
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reported lo live there, over S,flOQ are said to be unique, 

Jo take fin other example, there is abundant undam med 
water, from several mountain-river systems, in the lit tic 
known Puxari River Basin in Papua (New Guinea). It is 
now planned to provide hydro-elcctric power from these 
to large areas nearby. Unfortunately, the project also aims 
at tapping vast timber resources from the virgin rain-forests 
in the luxuriant lowland areas, and flooding certain other 
areas for industrial development, Asa result, there will be 
much deforestation, and the natural home of some unique 
wild creatures will be lost. With the loss of their home* 
these creatures will die our. 

We in India have been making the -same mistake. But 
we can still hope to save what is left of our age-old forests* 
where our ancient kings hunted lion, deer and other wild 
game with bow, arrow and spear from horseback, 
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V 

DANGERS OF DEFORESTATION 


How does the cutting down of forests affect fertility? It 
docs so by washing away the soil, drying up rivers and 
lakes, and causing floods. 

The roots of trees and shrubs cling to the soil, and 
prevent it from being washed away. Then, roots and fallen 
leaves, and other vegetable substances soak up rain water 
and preserve it, Slowly, much of this water finds its way 
down into the earth (instead of causing floods and rushing 
away, which it would do without the vegetable substances 
to act as brakes), and is stored in underground wells. This 
water feeds streams and lakes. 

Ninety five per cent of all life found in the forests exists 
either above, or within a depth of 15 ems, from, the forest 
floor, -Much of it consists of bacteria, and can be seen only 
with a microscope. But, though so tiny., bacteria are 









extremely useful for keeping (he soil healthy and ferrite, 

Bacteria, earthworms, insects, fungi and many other 
kinds of life below the surface, act together as a sort of 
factory for creating a fertile top-soil, thus making the 
earth habitable for all living things. In this task, plants, 
microbes, insects and animals alt play an active part. 

We see then that plants produce the primary food 
without which no creature (plant-eater or flesh-eater) could 
live, They give out oxygen, without which no creature 
could breathe. Without plants this earth would become 
an airless, waterless, lifeless world like the moon. That is 
why forests (with thousands of plants) are invaluable to 
all living creatures. 

Forests are therefore very necessary for keeping us 
healthy, and even alive. 
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VI 

THE WORLD'S LARGEST AND OLDEST 
LIVING THINGS 


If someone a^ed you what was the Largest living thing 
in the world today, you would probably reply that it was 
the elephant, or the whale. But you would be wrong! The 
largest living thing today belongs to the plant kingdom. 
It is a species of the giant Sequoia tree* which grows in 
California (U,5,A,), I here is a collection of over nicety 
of these trees* called the 'Mammoth Grove of Alvaros’. 

Some of these trees are nearly 1 00 metres high, but the 
tallest of the species (discovered as late as 1963) stands in 
the misty valley of (he north Californian coast, ll rises 
to a height of 112 metres! 

A century ago, an Australian eucalyptus was reported to 
have measured 132 metres to the point where its tip had 
broken off. But that tree is dead now, so the 112-metre 
California giant is the tallest Jiving tree today. 

Let us consider the girth of some of these big trees. Some 



in the Mammoth Grove have a circumference of over 20 
metres round the base of their trunks. Hut a Montezuma 
cypress iu Mexico is 35 metres around its base. Some of 
our Endian banyan trees may cover more than 4,000 sq. 
metres of ground, but they really consist of hundreds of 
rooted vines. So they arc not really single trees* but a 
whole family. 

The oldest thing alive today is also a tree,. and that too 
exists in California. In the White Mountains of California 
there are biistJecone pines that have lived more than 4,000 
years. One of these, named Methuselah because of its 
antiquity, is over 4,600 years old—a fantastic age that goes 
back beyond recorded history! 

Here let me mention some of the most historic events 
that occurred during the lifetime of rhiJi tree, Methuselah 
bad lived for over 1,870 years when Rome was founded 
in 753 b.c. 

Buddha, born in 560 b.c,. was more than 2 , OEM years 
younger than this tree, which approached the age of 2*300 
when Alexander the Great crossed she Indus inlo India, 
and it had reached the age of 2,400 when the Great Wall 
of China was built in 221 b.c. When Jesus Christ was 
born (the true year was 4 b.c. ) Methuselah was over 
2*600 years- 

W'bcn the Prophet Mohamcd was born (a.d. 569 ) 
Methuselah was nearing 3*200 years, and when the Taj 
Mahal was built this fantastic tree had lived for over four 
and a quarter millennia! 

How are scientists sure that these trees are so many 
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thousands of year* old? Most trees add a growth -ring of 
new wood every year, forming patterns like finger-prints. 
Hy counting The number of rings on a cross-section of a 
tree, its age can be judged accurately. Scientists who 
measure time by counting the growth- rings on trees are 
known as dendrochronologisis. By cross-dating (he inner 
growt h-rjngs of old living trees with the rings in the stumps 
of still older dead trees, dcndroehronologists have come 
across specimens that date as far back as £,200 years! 

A much more recent scientific discovery is the 'Carbon 
14 dating method’. 1 his is how it works. All living things 
contain a certain amount of the radioactive element 
Carbon 1 4. When a living thing dies, this Carbon 14 begins 
to decay at a rate known to science. The rest is simple: 
you measure the quantity of Carbon 14 still left in the dead 
specimen, and you can tell how long ago the specimen 
died, 

Until recently, scientists could only guarantee that the 
concentration of Carbon 14 was constant during the last 
four decades, but they were not sure about earlier periods. 
Ibis is where the hrisitecone pines came into (he picture. 
Now, instead of on Ey four decades, scientists could check 
back up to £.200 ycars. 

A bristlecone pine still older than Methuselah, grow- 
ing in Nevada flT-5. A.), was regrettably cut down in 1%4. 
Dcndrochronologists have fixed it* age at 4,900 years! Is it 
not a tragedy that such a magnificent monument of nature 
should be cut down (perhaps within a few day si by n 
creature like man, who very rarely lives up to 100 years? 
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VII 

MISBELIEFS ABOUT WILD CREATURES 

When we talk of wild places, we naturally think of ihe wild 
creature? which live there. Unfortunately, many of our 
bcliefs about them are totally wrong. 

For instance, bears do not hug their victims, as is 
generally believed. When bears attack,- they use their teeth 
and claws, like so many other creatures, 

Ostriches never bury their heads in the sand. Since they 
have very tall nEcks, they bwer their heads to remain 
unseen, and peep stealthily through low gaps in the scrub, 
to see if any enemies are around. 

Wolves seldom hunt in packs. Only in the barren tundras 
{ice-bound regions in the Frigid Zones), where game is 
very scarce* several pairs (or even several small families) of 
wolves might follow the trail of the same prey, and so 
happen to form a large pack. 



There is a common misbelief that poruu pines use their 
quills like arrows, 'shooting 1 ' them at enemies. Actually 
[hey do not, and cannot do that. What they do is to erect 
their quills and run backwards, to dig the quills deep into 
their enemies. If you have read Jim Corbett’s books, you 
must know that even tigers are sometimes maimed by 
porcupine quills stuck deep into their bodies. As a result, 
tigers are often forced to become man-eaters. Her man 
is so much taster to hunt than wild animals. 

Something that makes us very angry is called in 
English l a red rag to a bull\ Hut bulls cannot see red or 
any colour, as they are colour-blind L To most animals the 
world is black and white, with grey shades in between. 




But that fact should not make us fed superior (o 
animals, for even some Greeks of immortal fame seem to 
have been coLoiir-bfindl Homer called the sea. Vine 
coloured - , and Xenophon described the rainbow as having 
only three colours -purple, yellow and red. Even Aristotle 
spoke of 'the tri-cc toured rainbow'. 

But we must get back to the subject of misbeliefs 
about wild creatures. 

Probably the wildest of all such misbeliefs is that 
pythons carry away and eat human beings. In fact, just 
the opposite is true! Quite a few jungle tribes eat python 
meal with great relish. 

Long ago, I went on a shikar trip on which a python 
was killed, Inside its stomach was found a small deer, 
recently swallowed. The jungle villagers accompanying its 
cooked and ate the meat of both the python and the deer! 
In India not a single case is yet known of a python attack- 
ing a human being, let alone killing or eating one. 

Tn parts of Madhya Pradesh, jungle folk call the python 
keera (□ worm), which shows how harmless they consider 
it- On die other hand, in parts of Assam the wild olephant 
is respectfully called 'Maharaj*! 
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VTI1 

SNAKES ARE NOT HOSTILE TO US 


Romulus Whittaker* Director of the Madias Snake Park, 
knows more about snakes than most people. This is what 
he writes: “They (snakes) are defensive and frightened of 
roan, the much larger animal. Snakes do not chase people 
any more than you would think of chasing a wild 
elephant.” 

Like all wild creatures, snakes want to keep away from 
mail as much as possible, Even the most poisonous snake 
normally glides away if we go towards it If we happen to 
get dangerously close, it usually hisses to warn us off. 

Snakes are totally deaf, and most snake-bites are due to 
people stepping on a snake accidentally, either in the dart, 
or when they are lying in tilt grass, or under dead leaves. 
(A ‘snake in the grass' does not lie in ambush— it lies in 
hiding!) Snakes bite man only when (hey think they are 
being cornered or attacked. Quite often, they do not bile 



even then' Let me give you a few examples lo prove ihis, 

Assam had no elect rieity when I was seven years old, 
and my sister live. One evening we were changing into our 
night clot lies by the light of a hurricane lantern. My sister 
saw something curled up on the floor. Thinking it was a 
ribbon, she picked it up, and it glided harmlessly through 
her fingers. Actually it was a krcrii, a deadly poisonous 
snake. 

A year later* J was playing in our compound with a ball 
along with a few other children. During the game the ball 
entered a hole on the idde of an embankment. J put my 
hand into the hole and gol the bill I out Then, out of 
childish curiosity, I peeped into the hole. About 20 ems. 
back I law a cobra's mouth opeit, its forked tongue moving 
from side to side! The hole was the cobra’s home. First the 
.ball, and then my hand had not only entered its home, 
but gone as cl o ie as 5 cm s. from its fangs. Yet (he cobra 
did not bite me (But our pet cat bit me once, when J 
accidentally trod on its tail!) 

My brother, who liven in Madhya Pradesh, look his wife 
out for a walk after dark one evening My sister' in-law 
fell something nicking to iter sari near her ankle. Thinking 
it was a small branch lying on the ground, she kicked it 
away. To her horror, it glided away, hissing! It was a 
cobra, 

An aunt of mine, living in Orissa* woke up thirsty one 
hot night. She knew where the pitcher of water was kepi* 
and did not want to disturb others by switching on a 
torch, She went to the pitcher, held its narrow neck, and 
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IE Lied it to pour water into a glass. Her hand touched 
something coiled round the pitcher. She screamed and 
jumped away. Somebody woke up and flashed a torch. A 
cobra had coiled itself round the vessel to keep itself 
cool! 

thon was sleeping peacefully among some 
(lean leaves in my grandfather’ ii garden in Orissa. The mptl 
mistook it for a log of wood, and stood on it to pi tick 
some fruit from a low branch of a tree. All the python did 



was to wriggle in discomfort! Only then did the mafi realise 
his mistake, and quietly jump away. 

Most people believe that, in a case such as this, a python 
would at once coil iiseFf round a man. and crush him 
to death. But actually the python has never harmed man. 
In his book Jungle Lure, the great Jim (’orbett writes, '7 
have never heard of a python killing a man,” I myself 
have roamed through many Indian jungles for over 55 
years, and nowhere have l found jungle tribes scared or 
the python. 

Let me cite one more example to show how harmless 
snakes are, so Jong m they are left alone. There was a 
pkoungi-chong (Buddhist monastery) in Upper Burma, 
with plenty of snakes in the grounds. The monks and 
snakes left each other in peace, and all went well. During 
World War 11 ihc Allies withdrew from that area, and the 
Japanese forces moved in. The monks and snakes continued 
living peacefully together. Years later, the Chiudits 
attacked one dark night, and drove the Japanese away after 
some bitter fighting around and inside the monastery. 
Later, when the list of casualties was drawn up, it was 
found Hun only 62 fhindits had been killed by enemy 
action, but over 160 by snake-bite! 
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IX 

MAN is FAR DEADLIER THAN ’DANGEROUS’ 

ANIMALS 


The longest war fought on this earth has been man’s war 
against wild creatures- ft is sad that this war is still being 
waged. 

In the earliest days, man fought against wild creatures 
mainly for survival Later, when he learnt to grow crops 
and keep livestock it was stil l la rgely a war of defence— to 
protkt his crops and animals. True, he also killed wild 
creatures for food, hut he still had only crude wcapons T st) 
the killings were not on a large scale- Then, as man 
invented more and more deadly weapons, the destruction 
occurred on an ever increasing Scale- 

All along, man has killed nut only those wild creatures 
which he considers dangerous, but he has also stain 
mercilessly olhers which were harmless, for the sake of 
their meal* fat, skin, fur and feather- He has relentlessly 



destroyed forest drained off lakes and marshes, dammed 
up rivers or altered their courses. In doing so, he has 
robhed thousands of creature!, of their life, their home and 
(heir food and water supply. 

Without any doubt, man is the most cruel and deadly 
creature on earth. Look at the number of game species he 
has almost wiped out m India -the rhino, lion, black 
buck, swamp deer, crocodile, to name only a Few 
Unchecked killing, reckless deforestation, and draining of 
rivers and marshes, have so reduced ihe number of ihcsc 
species that they have now been declared protected. 

Man calls creatures tike the snake, lion, tiger and jaguar 
‘dangerous’. If they really were so, then the thousands of 
small forest villages lying in the interior of India, Burma, 
Si i Lanka, Malaya, Africa, South America* etc, would have 
been wiped out ages ago. But what has actually happened 
is that the wildlife population has gone down steadily in 
most of Ehcse places, while the human population has 
increased many times overf 

The human population reached 1,000 million in IS JO, 
after several centuries. It reached another 1,000 million 
after exactly IflO years, in 1930. The third 1,000 million 
was reached in I960, in 30 years. But It took j U5t 15 years 
to reach the next 1,000 million in 1 975!! 
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X 

F£AR OF 5NAKELS„ A l LEFl’ OVER' FROM 
FORGOTTEN DA VS 


It is now easy to see why all wild creatures are afraid of 
man. He has always been their Public Enemy Number One 
it is far more difficult to understand why jw«h should be 
afraid- of them. 

The monkey (which still lives on trees) has, of course, 
every reason to fear the snake, Big snakes like the python 
are fond of eating monkeys, so monkeys are often 
paralysed with fear when they see a snake. 

In the Bronx Zoo in New York □ chimpanzee called 
Bushman once escaped from bis cage. When allallempts 
railed to coax or drive Bushman hack into his cage, the 
keeper picked up a snake from the reptile house and walked 
towards Bushman, dangling i lie snake in front. A&sooei as 

Bushman saw the snake approaching him, he ran back in 
fright to the safety of hi scagc! 
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The monkey's dread of snakes is quite understandable. 
But why should man be so terribly scared of these reptiles 
which are n&t hostile to him„ and are only anxious to get 
out of bis way? In Chapter II we learnt that many of man'? 
inborn fears and pleasures ware Teft overs' from his old 
life in the wilds. In what may he called man's 'ape stage' 
(i.e. when man lived on ireesX his most dreaded enemies 
Were the big snakes which also lived mostly on Irecs. That 
prehistoric dread has survived in us to this day. although 
we no longer have to light snakes for living space. 



XI 

TIGERS ARE NOT HOSTILE TO MAN 


Our fear of many other wild creatures is as groundless as 
our fear of snakes, Take the case of tigers. Most people 
believe that the tiger is a ferocious, blood-thirsty animal 
that will kill man or beast at every opportunity. Nothing 
could ha further from the truth! 

When 1 was fourteen , l was returning to Cauhation my 
cycle one evening.. At the foot of Kamakshya Hi El (about 
5 kilometres from Gauhati) a huge tiger was Eying peace- 
fully in a small glade* about ten paces away from the road. 
I saw the tiger only when I drew alongside it, and E 
peddled away as fast as [ could! '[ he tiger just looked at 
me in a good-natured way as I cycled past it. If it could 
speak, I am sure that tiger would have said to me, "Go in 
peace, my boy*’! 

On a long car journey, my friend Hugh Dias was pass- 
ing through the Palamau forests of liihnr. About midnight. 





feeling rather cramped after hours of driving, he wanted to 
stretch his legs a hit So he stopped the car, lit a cigarette, 
and strolled towards a deserted naka (check post) shed. 
Although there was a finger-nail of a moon in the sky, the 
verandah was in darkness, due to the roof over it. 

As Dias approached the shed, he heard a low warning 
growl. There was a tiger on the verandah- Dias remember- 
ed (what we should all remember) that to scream, or run 
away, when faced with a tiger, hull, or ever an unfriendly 
dog, almost always makes the animal chase you. So, he 
just stood still where he was. A few seconds later, a faint, 
shuffling told him that the tiger was walking down the 
steps on another side of the verandah. Presently, by the 
faint light of the moon and stars, he saw the tiger walk into 
the jungle nearby. 

These two incidents prove how man has unjustly 
maligned the tiger. Now just suppose for a moment that 
the positions had been reversed. How many men, if armed 
with a gun and safely in cover, would have spared an 
unsuspecting tiger that came within shooting distance? 

So which creature would you say was really ferocious 
and blood-thirsty — tiger or man? 





XIJ 

TIGERS KILL ONLY TO KEEP ALIVE 


Every day thousands of men go about felling (rets, collect- 
ing honey and grubs, snaring birds and small animals, 
building roads and railways, in hundreds of forests where 
there are tigers. Women enter forests to collect faggots 
pick mahiw blossoms and wild fruits* and cut grass and 
leaves tor fodder. Children take herds of cattle and goats 
to graze in forests. These men* women and children 
sometimes see tigers. Tigers almost always see them, hut 
move away quietly or keep in hiding when human beings 
gome near* 

Now and again a hungry tiger kills a bull, cow or goat 
from a herd^-but not tf hts natural prey (wild pig* deer* 
etej is available (in other words, so long as man has uul 
made his natural prey scarce by reck less killing or ruth Less 
deforestation). 

You might ask, “What about man-eating tigers?" The 
answer is they are very f very rare. There arc far more 
criminals among men* than there are man-eaters among 
tigers. A tiger takes to man-eating only when he has 



become too weak or slow to kilt his natural prey. Very often 
man himself turns a tiger into a mart-eater, by wounding 
or crippling it with crude weapons or poor shoot ing. 
Sueh disabled tigers are often kilted by fellow -tigers, wild 
buffaloes, or other wild animals. But the ones that survive 
learn from experience that man is (very literally!) 'easy 
meat 1 and take to rnaiv- eating as a last resort. 

The tiger (even the man-eater) is no more cruel than 
any other flesh-eating creature. He is certainly far less 
ruthless than man. Omnivorous creatures, like man, can 
live without eating flesh. But the tiger rt&ist kill in order 10 
eat and, of course, he must eat in order to live! 

Except on very rare occasions* the tiger does not kill 
unless he U hungry, Probably some natural instinct tells 
him that* if he kills wantonly, his food supply will be used 
up before long. This was proved by an experience of a 
shikari friend of mine, La loo Durve. 

Laloo was on a tiger shoot in Madhya Pradesh one 
summer, when most of the jungle streams and lakes had 
dried up. He tied up a buffalo as bait, placed some hay and 
a trough of water by its side* and sat up on a tree nearby. 
At dusk a tiger came, walked up to the water, and drank 
thirstily. Then it walked back into the jungle without 
touching the buffalo! 1 he tiger was not hungry* only 
thirsty. So it spared the buffalo, but drank the water, Laloo 
could have easily shot that tiger, but he was so touched 
by its behaviour that he let it go. 

Now would you still call the tiger a ferocious and blood- 
thirsty creature? 
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XIII 

THE UNSPOILT MAN OF THE JUNGLE 


Flora and fauna are not the only living things in wild 
areas, human beings have also lived [here since earliest 
times. In countries like India, lakhs of men, women and 
children Mill inhEibit the wilds. These jungle folk belong 
there just as the animals, birds, reptiles and insects do. 

I hey are as much a part of the land as (he hilis, forests 
and streams. 

The jungle-dweller, who lives in the lap of nature, is in 
many ways a better person shan the 'civilised 1 man who 
often looks down on him as a jmgli (savage). Anyone who 
has lived among the unspoilt jungle folk will tell you that, 
by nature, the jungle-dweller is honest, helpful, generous, 
and certainly much more self-reliant than the townsman. 

Having spent all his life in a small group, he is dose to 
his neighbours. and looks upon them as his own khh and 



kid. With outsiders,. too, if he once takes to anyone, he will 
do all that he would do for his own folk. What is more, 
he will do so from love, with no thought of anything in 
return. 

On one of my trips to the heart of the jungle. I found one 
villager particularly helpful and friendly. When the time 
came for me to leave the place, 1 made the blunder of 
offering him some money for his trouhles. I he unworldly 
simple fellow was so pained and angry) He said, '1 gave 
you njy love, and all J wanted in return was your love. 
When we went out together, we shared the hardship and 
the furl- And we shared the food and water we carried 
with us. That is as it should be. I shall be be-iman (without 
honour) if I take money from you/' 

On a visit to the tribal area of Bastar in Madhya 
Pradesh some fifteen years ago, 1 saw on a roadside a 
house of the then ruler of Bn star. The house was unlocked, 
and without a watchman. There was furniture in the 
rooms, wash-basins and mugs in the bathroom. There were 
fruit trees and flowering plants in bloom in the compound. 
The house had been left like that for years. None of the 
simple folk around ever thought of touching enythingl 

As a rule, a stranger arriving in a city has to pay for 
his lodging. Yet, in the heart of Bastar (one of the most 
primitive districts in India) every sizeable village has a 
house known as a fhanaguri. (This word means ‘guest 
house', and has nothing to do with a thtmii or police 
station). It is usually a large hut which is put at the 
disposal of any victor who approaches the village 
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headman for accommodation. 

The thanagtiri is provided with n pitcher of water, gome 
firewood, a broom, and a few rush mats to sil or lie on. 
Village girls take it in turn 5. to keep it swept and cleaned 
for any visitor who may arrive without notice. An elderly 
villager is usually responsible for fetching water from the 
well or stream. If India's traditional hospitality survives 




anywhere today, it does so in this primitive heart of the 
Country! 

The city dweller feels quite helpless when he has to 
J make do' with what the jungle provides. But the jungle 
man has no difficulty in lighting a fire without matches, 
producing a blaze inspite of rain or wind. He can make 
rope, string or torches from parts of plants. He can rig up 
a shelter in no time and erect a hut without bricks, cement. 
nails t or other building material. He can trap birds and 
small animals with the most primitive snares, and catch 
fish with the simplest rods and wicker baskets. He adds 
proteins, and vitamins to his diet by eating locusts, grubs, 
and several kinds of edible wild nuts, stems, leaves and 
berries (hat you and I do not even know about. 

Once» when out on a day's shikar, ] sprained my foot 
and staved till evening in a valley, while my companions 
went on. Eight or ten young boys were grazing cat tic all 
round me, and it was an education for me to watch their 
activities through the day. 

They and their dogs kept a careful watch on the cattle, 
and drove back any that tried to stray out of sight. At the 
same time, they picked fruits, berries and edible leaves to 
take home. A couple of them collected wild nuts, and 
shelled them between two flat stones. A few or them caught 
small llsh in u stream, with a shirt which one of them had 
taken off. One or two gathered fat grubs. The two eldest 
boys polled away at doves and kingfishers with their 
catapults, and one little fellow proudly showed me a comb 
of honey he had broken off from a tree. 
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By I me afternoon* when it was time to round up the 
cattle and drive them home, these youngsters had managed 
to collect, from that small patch of jungle, various kinds 
of food for their families. After spending a full day at the 
same spot* a townsman would not only have returned 
home empty-handed, but left behind a fair amount of 
litter! 

If a nuclear war or some terrible natural calamity ever 
destroyed (he amenities of civilisation, and we had to go 
back to living with nature, the jungle folk would fare much 
better than you or I in that grim struggle for survival. 
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XIV 

THE GIANT GRASS- BAMBOO 


The bamboo is the tallest member of the grass family. 
Some varieties may? reach a height of 35 metres, and have 
stems J5 centimetres in diameter. There is one dinging 
type that grows to more than 60 metres, 

Many of us think that the bamboo is a purely Asiatic 
plant, but actually it also grows in the western hemisphere. 
It is found from southern LLS.A, to northern Chile and 
Argentina, Cattle graze on it in the coastal range of north 
California. This towering grass is* however, most abundant 
in Asia, China alone is said to grow 160 varieties! 

The bamboo is truly a multi-purpose plant, arul its uses 
are almost unlimited. Did you know that liquid diesel fuel 
may be distilled from bamboo? Medicines for hormones 
and drugs arc also made from substances in the bamboo, 
The medium used for the culture of germs taken from a 
patient is sometimes prepared from the bamboo. These 



are some uncommon uses of the ham boo, Its common 
uses are many. 

It has been truly said that the lives of people in the Far 
East would be completely changed if the bamboo 
disappeared- Bamboo sprouts are eaten in almost every 
Asiatic country where the bamboo grows. In eastern India 
and many other countries, bamboo huts (called 'bashas 1 
in Assam and Bengal) are quite common in rural areas. 
Butnboo furniture and knick-knacks made of bamboo are 
used all over the world Bamboo containers are u&ed in 
China, Assam and other places for cooking food. 

In bamboo-growing areas fisher hie n use bamboo fishing 
rods, then put the fish they catch into bamboo baskets. In 
many hill ureas bamboo pipes bring down water from hill 
springs to villages in the valleys. Needless to say, bamboo 
is also widely used as fuel, for making sticks, fencing, and 
many such purposes- 1 hen, as you all know, food is eaten 
with bamboo chopsticks in China- 

Boatmen who tow junks through the rap Eds of (he mighty 
Yangtze-Klang river use bamboo ropes. These ropes stand 
a sire 1 * of over 1,785 kg. per square cm. - almost equal to 
the capacity of steel ropes’ Bamboo also makes excellent 
reinforcement for concrete. 

Bamboo pulp has, of course, been used in paper-making 
for centuries. Then, bamboo pipes make excellent musical 
instruments, and not only simple ones like flutes. In Tokyo 
there is an organ with bamboo pipes. In Las Pinas Ri7.al 
(a suburb of Manila) there is a 1 50-year old organ with 
bamboo pipes. 
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The bamboo is the fastest growing of all existing plants. 
Some speties in South East Asia are reported to gain 
nearly one and a quarter metres in one day! Many varieties 
complete their upward growth within a couple of months, 
But, after (his fantastic spurt, it stops growws upwards 
far almost i lie rest of its life. 

The next pari of its growth is underground- Tn each 
hectare* anything from 1 00 to 750 new clumps or runners 
will now go on spreading and growing, W hen spring comes* 
this sideways sprawl stops for the lime being. Now the 
new sprouts nose their way up through the earth, and all 
the energy of the growing bamboo goes towards pushing 
the new stems in another fantastic upward thrust- Bamboo 
clumps extend and spread in this way* That is why 
samlndars tn the olden days often planted bamboo on the 
borders of their lands. Afterwards, they claimed as their 
territory ali the land upto where the bamboo clumps had 
spreadl 

The bamboo has a life-span of 100 years or more. But 
it is strange that each year's sprouts live a year less than 
the previous year’s ones. Therefore, all the bamboo plants 
in any area die at. about the same time,- although some of 
them might be IDO years old and some only one. 

After the bamboo culms bloom ^whieb they do about 
100 years after the birth of the first plants), the whole 
bamboo forest dies within a year or two. Even the plants 
removed from one country, and transplanted in another, 
blnom and die at the same lime as the mother forest from 
which they were taken away! 
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XV 

THE CHIRPY, HAPPY HOUSE SPARROW 

As the human population grew, and man started invading 
wild areas more and more, wild creatures reacted in two 
ways. Most of them retreated further and further into the 
wilds > to [heir age-old enemy. These creatures are 

called "tech no phobic*. But a few learnt to adapt themselves 
to living nrar man, and making use of him in many ways. 
These are known as Technophilic'. Some examples are 
jackals, rabbit - and foxes in rural places; crows, pigeons, 
and rats in urban areas. The best example of all is, 
however, the house sparrow. 

Of all the untamed creatures, sparrows seem to love 
living near man the most. Wherever a new township 
springs up. ,^r.d human beings begin to settle down, 
sparrows follow Li no time. They even build their nests 
inside hom±' if ihey feel sure they will not be harmed, 



they wi][ even ct>nie and eat out of your hand, 1 hat is 
why they have been called the most human of all birds., 

WbEi the possible exception of the domestic fowl, the 
sparrow jb. the most widespread land bird. But while the 

fowl has been tamed and carried to the four corners of the 
earth by man, the sparrow has gone and settled in 
extensive areas largely by its own efforts. £ ll by themselves* 
sparrows spread from the tropical to many oilier parts of 
Africa* ail over Europe* and reached across South East 
Asia, right up to the Far East. But man helped them to 
reach the New World and the Antipodes. 

In the mid- Uf 50’s, some European emigrants took 
sparrows to North America* as reminders of their old 
European homes. Then sparrows were imported by 
American farmers* to keep down the population of insect 
pests. In the late I860's n Australia and New Zealand also 
imported sparrows for the same purpose. They were 
introduced to South America tn I £72, when just twenty 
pairs were released in Buenos Aires. These multiplied 
very fast, and spread all over southern and central South 
America. 

Most birds and animals find a new mate every season- 
But sparrows (like pigeons and wolves) pair For life. When 
one of them dies* the other mourns for it in an almost 
human manner. 

Sparrows breed very fast. The female lays eggs four 
times a year, with an average of five eggs each time. If all 
Lbe se hatched out and the clucks managed to survive* 
sparrows would multiply so fast, and so many times over. 
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itu. 1 : they would ruin the balance ol‘ nature, and become a 
Temple pest. A little exercise in arithmetic will show how 
thi- could happen In theory. 

Aithe end of the first year, the 10 (4 hatchings X 5 eggs) 
yoiicc iparrows, plus 2 parent birds, would number 22. 

These 22 birds (II pairs) would produce 220 (Jl limes 
Z | a n g birds. [ ue l udi tig the 2 2 pa rant birds, the sparro w 

population would then be 242 by the end. of (he second 
year 
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Jf you work out the figures for the nett four years, you 
will find that, at the end of six years (which is less than 
the life-span of a sparrow) the sparrow population would 
reach 31*43,1 22 ! 

But nature never allows such over-multiplication. She 
has shikaris as well as shikar^ to keep a balance between 
different species. So the sparrow has many enemies, such 
as the hawk, cat, rat and owl, which take a heavy toll ol 
it, Storms, hailstones and, in cold countries, snowfalls 
also kill sparrows in large numbers. On an average, only 
one out of eight Bed g ling sparrows survives. 

The death of one sparrow created history, and was 
reported in several British newspapers. That was in 1936, 
when it was killed at Lord's Cricket Ground (London) by 
a fast ball from a Cambridge University bowler. By its 
unique death, that sparrow achieved a sort of immortality! 






xvi 

DOMESTICATION OF ANIMALS 


Without domestical ing wild creatures, man could not have 
set out on the high road to progress. For example, he 
could not have become an agriculturist without oxen, 
buffaloes or horses to pull his plough, travelled far 
without riding horses or animal-drawn carts, nor ventured 
deep into the desert without camels - 
Animal domestication began with the dog, which has 
very rightly been called '‘mart's oldest friend'- The dog has 
proved to be the most faithful, loving and popular 
domestic animal, and the absolute trust which it has in its 
master is unmatched by any other creature. 

How was the dog lamed first? Earliest man was totally 
carnivorous-, and lived on the meal of the creatures 
he hunted- In those days wild dogs, wolves and 
jackals sneaked around the caves of Stone Age Man, to 



pick up bones and any bits of skin, etc, which they could 
find- Occasionally cubs were caught, became tame, and 
were bred later, making it unnecessary to go on catching 
wild ones. The dog proved to be faithful, guarded men's 
homes, gave warning when wild beasts came near, and 
wtts most useful on hunting expeditions— which was at 




that dme man’s only means of obtaining food. 

Since those days, the dog has changed a lot from his 
wild ancestors, due to long domestication and controlled 
breeding. The wolf and the jackal, though they ate from 
the same stock, have not been adaptable, and have 
remained wild to this day. F l he inner (psychological) 
differences between ihem and the dog arc very wide, 
although some dogs (eg. Alsatians) resemble wolves, 
and others (e.g. pi’-dogs) resemble jackals. 

Gradually, man rose to the level of Eetirnirg agri culture, 
and began to grow crops. Then the wild o* was 
domesticated to pull his plough, and later to draw carts 
and, of course, to provide meat. (The value of milch cows 
was evidently learnt much later ) in mountainous regions 
the sure-footed goat was kept, and in desert area^ the 
camel. 




The cal was domesticated when man had advanced 
further, and had learnt to store grain. The cal was most 
probably domesticated by woman [not man h for woman 
is believed Lo have been the first agriculturist. She tilled 
the land around her home, while man hunted in the 
forests. Cats presumably sneaked in after rats among the 
stored grain. Probably a few kittens or pregnant cats were 
caught, looked after and fed, and they multiplied in 
captivity. Humans found the cat useful in keeping down 
the number of rats, and the cal found it more convenient to 
stay in snug caves and be ted regularly, than to live in the 
wilds and hunt to stay alive. Ancient Egypt, a grain- 
prudueing country* had great respect for cats. Thousands 
of mummified cats have been found in old Egyptian tombs. 




The wild ass was domesticated earlier than the horse, 
obviously because the horse was much more difficult to 
catch. But even after the horse was domesticated, the ass 
was found lo be the sturdier, and could live on more 
sparse pastures, So it proved more useful in the 
Mediterranean region, and arid places like the Middle 
East and Rajasthan, 

The horse was about the last animal to he domesticated. 
But, once lamed, it proved last, dependable and 
aifeet innate. It did not, however, prove useful in the Frigid 
Zones, so dogs have been used to pull sleighs in the ice' 
bound Arctic and Antarctic region. 

The fowl and the pigeon are believed to be the first two 
binds domesticated. 1 heir ancestors still live in India. The 
red jungle fowl, found in so many Indian forests, is the 
ancestor of all the different breeds of chicken. After 




domestical in g and produci ng m an y f ancy b retd s 'om it, 
man has taken it almost everywhere on earth. Next to [tie 
dog, the low] is the most widely distributed domestic 
creature* 

The ancestor of all the different breeds of pigeon is the 
blue rock pigeon* found almost all over India. Even 5,000 
years ago, the Egyptians kept pigeons for eating, and also 
probably for carrying messages. The Chinese have also 
kept pigeons for centuries. Emperor Akbar is said to have 
had a collection of over 20,000 pigeons. 
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XV 11 

WILD CREATURES AS PETS 


Almost all of ns are fond of keeping pets. Thai is perfectly 
natural. Love for pet animals and birds is an inheritance 
from our wild ancestors. 

Usually we are content with common, domesticated 
birds and animals, like dogs, cals, rabbits, monkeys, parrots, 
mynah* and pigeons. Some prefer slightly more uncommon 
peis t like deer or peafowl. A few would (if they had 
the chance} like to keep even young wild creatures — baby 
leopards, tigers, bears or wolves. But, as a rule, it is wiser 
to stick 10 the common pets, 

A baby elephant is not everybody's idea of a pet. which 
is just as well! The writer Pretorius was once landed with 
a wild African baby elephant He found l he greatest 
difficulty in discovering its correct diet- A baby elephant 
gets diarrhoea very easily, and then dies quickly. Elephant 



milk I oaks thin and watery, bul it certainly is. not weak. It 
contains ahour double the proportion of albumen found in 
eow^ milk. After a great deal of trial and error, Fretorius 
found that ati average, balanced diet for a baby African 
elephant was 4* litres of cow's milk, 0.2k litres of cream, 
the whiles of two dozen eggs, and 1.80 kg. of boiled rice! 

The rearing and feeding of young wild creatures is really 
a job for experts, There is also another problem with wild 
pets. As they grow bigger, they often become too rough to 
keep in human families, yet they are by then too domes ti- 
caled to lead natural lives if they are put back in I he jungle. 

Take feeding. Tiger and leopard cubs fed on butch er*s 
meat often die of worms in the intestines. For butcher's 
meat lacks the roughage which they normally get from the 
fur and hide they cat with the meat from natural kills in 
the jungle. I have seen droppings of tigers and leopards in 
the jungles* and those droppings often had in them bits 
of the undigested fur of the animals they had eaten. 
Butcher's meat also lacks the salts which these beasts of 
prey get from the fresh blood of their kills. 

Wild creatures in captivity may also miss other minor, 
bui necessary, food factors. You have seen your dog eating 
grass, particularly when it has indigestion. Gond villagers 
in Madhya Pradesh have told me thai Lhey have seen tigers 
eating certain kinds of grass. Tigers, too T may eat grass, 
to cure indigestion. Or they may do so to get roughagE, or 
perhaps some vitamins which their bodivsnecd. Many wild 
creatures also get health-giving miner als from salt-licks 
in the jungle, 
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In any ease, nil wild creatures can roam about free:-., 
and *iippJemeni or vary their diet— as nature meant rhci~ 
to du Ex^Ttise and I tun Ling help to keep them active, 
alert and in good condition, A wild creature shut in s. 
cage, t-r lied with a chain, is deprived of its natural birih- 
right. So wonder it often looks unhealthy, sluggish ntc 
Kid The position of a captive wild creature is what your 
poa.s n would be, if you were forced by wild creature - r 
ltvs among them, away from human beings, and at,; : 
eat only what they provided you! 

L shall now give you a few instances of wild pets turning 
v to tent. An unde of mine tried several times lo bring up 
tiger and leopard cubs. But, when the tiger cubs got to the 
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age of about one year, and the Leopard tubs about 9 
months, he had to send them away to a 200, Their rough- 
and-tumble play had. by then, become loo unmanageable 
for human beings, particularly children. 

Like all jungle creatures, wild deer not only tear, but 
also hate man. When kept as pets, they lose this natural 
fear. But the natural hatred may come suddenly to the 
surface, and then they can turn on the first human being 
within attacking distance. 

A cousin or mine in Assam had a paw (hog deer) stag 
called Mofiun. After thra? years of good behaviour. 
Mohun suddenly turned against the maU one day, and 
attacked him with horns and hooves. The mo?/ was badly 
injured, and might have been killed, if two or three men 
hadn’t come to his rescue. 

So, normally, such creatures as have been domesticated 
over centuries turn out to be both happier and more 
reliable pets than uncommon ones do. 

You must not, ho wever, expect different creatures of the 
same species to behave exactly in the same way. No two 
dogs, cats, or even hens, are exactly alike. One may be shy, 
another bold; one frisky, another dignified; one greedy, 
another finicky. So t when you come to think ot it, animals 
are not so very different from us, human beings! 
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